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migration is a natural component of the cycle of peasant life, as it is one response 
to labor shortages on large-scale agricultural projects or those that arise during labor-
intensive periods. in such cases, peasants move temporarily to other farms and villages 
ḏrġresideġseasḏḎallyġiḎġḍakeshiftġhḏusiḎgġatġtheġedgeġḏfġieldsġuḎtilġtheġharvestġisġdḏḎe.1 
This leaves no trace in the written record and only the slightest one archaeologically. it is 
transient, cyclical, and undisruptive. short-term migration is also one of the few outlets 
peasants in traditional societies have to escape disaster, man-made and natural. syrian 
narrative sources are punctuated by accounts of trauma-induced movements of peoples 
during the mamluk period. Peasants availed themselves of this option during times of armed 
cḏḎlict,ġdrḏughtġaḎdġlḏḏdġ(wheḎġrḏadsġwereġpassable),ġbutġitġwasġalḍḏstġalwaysġaġshḏrt-
term move; migrants usually returned home after the danger had passed and rebuilt their 
lives. TḏġciteġspeciicġexaḍplesġiḎġwhatġisġtḏday’sġJḏrdaḎ,ġduriḎgġtheġMḏḎgḏlġadvaḎceġdeepġ
iḎtḏġSyriaġiḎġ658/1259ġDaḍasceḎesġledġsḏuthġaḎdġfḏuḎdġrefugeġiḎġal-Karakġ(Kerak);ġtheyġ
had been displaced for a period of 35 days and eventually returned to their city.2 similarly, 
theġvillagersġḏfġA͏riʿātġrelḏcatedġtḏġfḏrtiiedġʿAǄlūḎġduriḎgġTiḍūr’sġiḎvasiḏḎġḏfġtheġGalileeġ
and northern Jordan and returned when his forces left.3 AlterḎatively,ġtheġfḏrtiiedġceḎtersġ
cḏuldġbeġtheġlḏcusġḏfġpḏliticalġturḍḏil,ġcausiḎgġaġregiḏḎal,ġhḏweverġteḍpḏrary,ġexḏdus:ġtheġ
residents of several villages in the Jordan Valley were forced, for a time, to leave their land 
iḎġ802/1399,ġwheḎġtheġirstġḏfġseveralġcḏḎlictsġiḎġKerakġspilledġḏutġiḎtḏġḎeighbḏriḎgġareas.4
Itġis,ġhḏwever,ġperḍaḎeḎtġḍigratiḏḎġ-ġspeciicallyġtheġabaḎdḏḎḍeḎtġḏfġvillagesġ–ġwithġ
which we are concerned here. Peasants left their homes for good for a variety of reasons, 
butġḍḏstġḏfġtheḍġwereġpḏlitical:ġtheġviḏleḎceġḏfġaġstateġḏicial,ġwhḏġcḏḎtiḎuedġtḏġabuseġ
1. singer 1992, p. 49; mukahalah 1992, p. 247.
2. ͎ayl, vol. i, p. 358.
3. Tārīḫ, vol. iV, p. 151.
4. Sulūk, vol. iii, p. 1001.




historians heralded a society in crisis.5 for the migrants, it was an act of political will or one 
made when there were no other options. The best archaeological evidence for such a large-
scaleġaḎdġperḍaḎeḎtġpeasaḎtġḍigratiḏḎġiḎġTraḎsjḏrdaḎġ(hereafterġsiḍplyġǦJḏrdaḎǧ)ġisġtheġ
decliḎeġiḎġtheġḎuḍbersġaḎdġcḏḎceḎtratiḏḎsġḏfġsitesġideḎtiiedġasġlateġMaḍlukġaḎdġOttḏḍaḎġ
in date. The phenomenon has often been described in terms of the “nomadization” of 
the rural hinterland, as former peasants, under the stress of Bedouin incursions against 
theirġvillagesġ(exacerbatedġbyġtheġwithdrawalġḏfġMaḍlukġfḏrcesġfrḏḍġtheġregiḏḎ),ġgeḎeralġ
ecḏḎḏḍicġdecliḎeġ (withġ theġcḏllapseġḏfġ theġMaḍlukġstate),ġaḎdġrepeatedġeḎvirḏḎḍeḎtalġ
disastersġ(earthquakesġaḎdġdrḏughtsġ–ġtheġtheḍeġḏfġcliḍateġchaḎgeġisġḏfteḎġiḎtrḏducedġhere),ġ
returned to a more nomadic way of life, combining small-scale, subsistence agriculture 
with herding.6 according to this scenario, the 15th century ushered in the beginning of the 
long decline of Jordanian village life.
Theġ settleḍeḎtġ decliḎeġ ḏfġ theġ lateġMaḍlukġ periḏdġ (15th and early 16thġ ceḎturies)ġ isġ
ḏḎeġḏfġ theġḍḏstġ iḍpḏrtaḎtġpheḎḏḍeḎaġ iḎġtheġculturalġhistḏryġḏfġsḏutherḎġBilādġal-Ŀāḍġ
and particularly for Jordan, as there is a growing belief that the settlement and ecological 
patterns that developed then laid the foundations for many aspects of modern Jordanian 
society. it is an issue, moreover, that has for the last twenty years dominated debates on the 
archaeology of late medieval Jordan. archaeological surveys have documented a radical 
decline in the number and size of settlements, positing general demographic decline and 
theġǦḎḏḍadizatiḏḎǧġḏfġresideḎceġaḎdġlaḎdġuseġ(ig.ġ1ġaḎdġ2).ġAccḏrdiḎgġtḏġtheseġsurveys,ġ
there is a striking discontinuity of settlement from the mamluk to ottoman periods, and 
this has generally been attributed to the collapse of the mamluk state and the turmoil that 
ensued, including civil war and Bedouin attacks on villages. in the southern plains and 
Jordan river Valley as many as 60-85% of the sites once occupied in the mamluk period had 
been abandoned for full-time settlement by the 16th century, and in the central plains the 
rate of abandonment can be estimated to be around 30-50%.7 There appears to have been, 
moreover, no demographic recovery, to 14th century levels, until the 20th century.
assumptions about widespread settlement decline, however, are not supported by 
surveysġiḎġḏtherġregiḏḎsġḏfġtheġcḏuḎtry.ġOḎ-gḏiḎgġieldwḏrkġiḎġtheġḎḏrtherḎġhillġcḏuḎtryġisġ
demonstrating a more or less steady and continuous history of settlement in this period 
and, in fact, economic and demographic growth leading up to and during the 16th century.8 
Textualġsḏurcesġḏfġtheġperiḏd,ġasġwell,ġsuggestġthatġsettleḍeḎtġshiftsġdidġḏccur,ġbutġthatġ
5. singer 1992, p. 56.
6. labianca 1990.
7. miller 1991, macdonald 1992, kareem 2000.
8. The northern Jordan Project, launched by the author in 2003, was designed to investigate these very settlement 
fluctuations in an archaeologically poorly known region of the country. a current list of publications can be found in 
Walkerġ2009aġaḎdġḏḎ-liḎeġatġtheġprḏjectġwebsite:ġhttp://cliḏ.ḍissḏuristate.edu/bwalker/Ḏjp.htḍl.
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they were regional and did not necessarily correspond to demographic decline as a whole. 
moreover, the same archaeological surveys attest that although a large number of villages 
appear to have been abandoned, at least for full-time occupation, at the end of the mamluk 
periḏd,ġḍaḎyġḎewġsettleḍeḎtsġsubsequeḎtlyġappeared.ġTheseġ latterġareġḎḏtablyġsḍaller,ġ
architecturallyġḍḏreġepheḍeral,ġlessġiḎteḎsiveġiḎġtheirġuseġḏfġlaḎd,ġaḎdġfḏllḏwġaġdifereḎtġ
pattern of distribution. This uneven picture of settlement presented for Jordan contrasts 
withġḏtherġregiḏḎsġḏfġBilādġal-Ŀāḍ.ġAbateḍeḎtġiḎġsettleḍeḎtġfḏrġlateġḍedievalġPalestiḎe,ġ
fḏrġexaḍple,ġappearsġtḏġhaveġbeeḎġlessġacute,ġiḎġspiteġḏfġtheġsiḍilarġsettleḍeḎtġstructures,ġ
economic patterns, and relationship to the imperial state.9ġ Whileġ theseġ difereḎcesġ iḎġ
settleḍeḎtġhistḏryġhaveġbeeḎġfrequeḎtlyġḎḏted,ġtheyġhaveġḎeverġbeeḎġexplaiḎed.
Turning to migration theory can help conceptualize ways in which planned economies 
and labor markets can transform traditional societies. such scholarship is largely the 
product of demographers, labor historians, and geographers interested in the decline of 
villageġ lifeġ asġ ḏḎeġ wayġ ḎḏḎ-lḏcalġ ecḏḎḏḍicġ fḏrcesġ afectedġ traditiḏḎalġ sḏcieties.10 more 
recently the impact of wars and genocide, and their resulting “internal displacement”, has 




particularly in a time and place where modern census-taking was not practiced, there 
areġḎḏġlḏcalġḍapsġextaḎt,ġaḎdġpeasaḎtsġregularlyġḍḏvedġbackġaḎdġfḏrthġbetweeḎġvillagesġ
(duriḎgġ theġ ḍḏstġ labḏr-heavyġ seasḏḎs),ġ Ḏewġ ḍethḏdsġ aḎdġ liḎesġ ḏfġ iḎquiryġ Ḏeedġ tḏġ beġ
explḏred.ġreceḎtġschḏlarshipġḏḎġhuḍaḎġḍigratiḏḎġiḎġpre-iḎdustrialġeurḏpeġhasġsuggestedġ
ways in which anthropologically informed readings of contemporary documents can shed 
lightġḏḎġsuchġdeḍḏgraphicġprḏcesses,ġcḏḎsideriḎgġḍḏveḍeḎtsġḏfġpeḏplesġ iḎġtheġcḏḎtextġ
of larger political, economic, and environmental forces.11 Borrowing from studies of 
migration in the modern world, such scholarship confronts the myth of the “immobile 
village” in describing the interconnectedness of villages with the state and with regional 
systems; it breaks with modern migration theory in its emphasis on the social over the 
iḎstitutiḏḎal.ġAlthḏughġthereġhasġbeeḎġiḎeġresearchġiḎġreceḎtġyearsġḏḎġsettleḍeḎtġalḏḎgġ
thisġliḎeġiḎġTaḎziḍatġaḎdġMaḎdate-eraġJḏrdaḎġaḎdġPalestiḎe,ġlittleġcḏḍparableġexistsġfḏrġ
the late medieval and early ottoman periods.12 
inspired by such scholarship from europe for its application to the levant, this paper 
revisits the problem of settlement decline in late medieval Jordan by reconsidering data 
ḏḎġdeḍḏgraphics,ġḍigratiḏḎ,ġlaḎdġuse,ġaḎdġeḎvirḏḎḍeḎtġwithiḎġtheġlargerġcḏḎtextġḏfġtheġ
9.  hütteroth and abdulfattah 1977.
10. Brown and neuberger 1977, cohen and Deng 1998.
11.ġSee,ġfḏrġexaḍple,ġVassberg 1996 on 16th-and 17th-century spain.
12. on 19th and early 20th century settlement in Jordan, see rogan 1999 and fischbach 2000; for the “middle” 
(Ayyubid-Maḍluk)ġaḎdġǦLateġIslaḍicǧġ(OttḏḍaḎ)ġperiḏds,ġseeġJohns 1994 and kareem 2000.
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political and economic changes that formed the backdrop of the collapse of the mamluk 
state.ġTheġhybridġapprḏachġusedġ–ġpulliḎgġḏḎġarchaeḏlḏgicalġaḎdġdḏcuḍeḎtaryġdataġ–ġ isġ
justiiedġasġ theġḍḏstġcḏḍpreheḎsiveġwayġtḏġdescribeġsettleḍeḎtġwithiḎġ itsġphysicalġaḎdġ
functional landscapes and to posit factors that may have come to play in its transformation.
MIGrATIONġINġLATeġMeDIeVALġJOrDANġ–ġTHeġArCHAeOLOGICALġeVIDeNCeġ(fig.ġ3)
There has been little systematic study of settlement history and distributions in the 
southern levant in order to determine to what degree population levels dropped from the 
14th century and how many settlements “disappeared”. There are no population estimates 
at all, in fact, for medieval Jordan, and no dependable numbers of residential sites from 
difereḎtġperiḏdsġtḏġcḏḍpareġtḏġḏḎeġḏther.ġStatisticsġḏḎġsettleḍeḎtġareġiḍpḏssibleġtḏġḏbtaiḎġ
without thorough surveys in other parts of syria; in Jordan, at least, the projection of survey 
data from the south to other parts of the country presents a picture of demographic decline 
that simply cannot be sustained there by either the historical or archaeological records. 
Decline is too often asserted in the archaeological literature than convincingly documented. 
in reviewing the published reports, certain regional patterns, however impressionistic, 
do become apparent.13 most mamluk-era villages had a long history of occupation that 
exteḎdsġbackġtḏġtheġByzaḎtiḎeġperiḏdġaḎdġbeyḏḎd.ġTheyġwereġcḏḎceḎtratedġḏḎġtheġplateausġ
and near wadis and their tributaries. in the ottoman period they were generally replaced 
with fewer, and smaller and less substantial, farmsteads, located near springs, in the hills, 
and on the edges of plateaus. it is not merely that many sites, particularly in central and 




have been recorded; on the kerak Plateau, 87.5% of the medieval sites were abandoned, but 
23% of the ottoman-era sites were new ones; on the madaba Plains of central Jordan one 
notes a decline of 28% in the number of sites from mamluk to ottoman times; some 78-86% 
of the medieval sites in the Jordan river Valley were abandoned by the 16th century.14 one 
should keep in mind, of course, that a “site” is not necessarily a “village”, and the site type is 




PaiḎted)ġWareġ–ġisġḎḏtḏriḏuslyġdifficultġtḏġdate,ġasġitsġprḏductiḏḎġappearsġtḏġhaveġspaḎḎedġtheġlateġ12th through early 
20thġceḎturiesġ(Johnsġ1998).ġAsġhasġgeḎerallyġbeeḎġtheġcaseġiḎġIslaḍicġarchaeḏlḏgyġiḎġJḏrdaḎ,ġḏccupatiḏḎalġǦgapsǧġiḎġ
the survey record may be the result of our inability to recognize chronological developments within specific pottery 
types. fortunately, there has been progress in recent years in developing a rough chronology of these wares, as the 
LateġIslaḍicġsequeḎcesġareġslḏwlyġbeiḎgġseparatedġfrḏḍġtheirġḍedievalġcḏuḎterpartsġ(Walkerġ2009bġ–ġarticlesġaḎdġ
bibliḏgraphy).
14. Walker 2011, ch. 3.
165The Phenomenon of The “DisaPPearing” Villages of laTe meDieVal JorDan
Data from two of these regional surveys has been recently reinterpreted, positing a 
dispersal of settlement from the 15th century. in the case of kerak Plateau, it is possible that 
villagers of the lowlands simply moved to the highlands, to avoid the political entanglements 
of kerak Town and the waning security for its villages. Pulling on data from the central moab 
and kerak Plateau surveys, Brown argued for a dispersal of settlement, rather than merely 
disappearance of villages.15 The surveys indicated that sites dating between 1400 and 1600 
C.e.ġ(datedġḏḎġtheġbasisġḏfġceraḍics)ġfellġiḎtḏġtwḏġcategḏries:ġthḏseġcḏḎtiḎuḏuslyġḏccupiedġ
from the early mamluk period and new settlements, the latter largely distinguished by 
rudiḍeḎtaryġ architectureġ (ḏrġ ḎḏḎeġ atġ all)ġ aḎdġ fewerġ ceraḍicġ reḍaiḎs.ġ Sheġ iḎterpretedġ
these patterns as evidence of population dispersal, or a move towards pastoralism, at 
the end of the mamluk and beginning of the ottoman eras.16 she cites one reason for the 
marked shift in settlement in the 15th century from the central kerak Plateau to the hills of 
its southwest rim as a concern for security, as this region was less vulnerable to attacks by 
Bedouin tribes.17 situating such a scenario in the larger history of the mamluk state, one 
could argue today that with the breakdown of the state politically and militarily, and the 
withdrawal of important resources from the provinces, rural security and prosperity could 
not be maintained on the open plateaus and in large villages. Dispersal of larger villages, 
with migration to the more isolated and broken hill country of the plateau margins, was 
one response of local peoples to imperial collapse. although Brown cites primarily security 
reasons for the relocation, she also notes the presence in the hilly territories of springs 
suitable for the irrigation of orchards and gardens.18 echoing this theme, Johns also posits 
a dispersal of settlement, but one that may date later, to the 17th and 18th centuries, when 
cḏḎlictsġbetweeḎġpeasaḎtsġaḎdġḎḏḍadicġcḏḍḍuḎitiesġwereġḍḏreġlikelyġtḏġhaveġdisruptedġ
agricultural production.19
What is not clear, either from the kerak Plateau or country-wide, is whether the 
settleḍeḎtġpatterḎsġdḏcuḍeḎtedġbyġsurveysġrelectġdeḍḏgraphicġdecliḎeġperġseġḏrġpurelyġ
shiftsġiḎġsettleḍeḎtġdistributiḏḎġthrḏughġabaḎdḏḎḍeḎtġ(aḎdġsubsequeḎtġrelḏcatiḏḎġḏutsideġ
theġ regiḏḎ),ġ dispersalġ (relḏcatiḏḎġ frḏḍġ largeġ villagesġ tḏġ Ḏuḍerḏusġ sḍallġ settleḍeḎts),ġ
ḏrġ clusteriḎgġ ḏfġ sitesġ (abaḎdḏḎḍeḎtġ ḏfġ sḍallerġ villagesġ fḏrġ aġ larger,ġ ceḎtralġ ḏḎeġ ḏr,ġ
alterḎatively,ġ theġ ḍergerġ ḏfġ severalġ villages),ġ theġ pḏpulatiḏḎġ reḍaiḎiḎgġ stable.ġ Thereġ
areġḎḏġextaḎtġMaḍluk-eraġceḎsusesġ fḏrġ thisġ regiḏḎġ tḏġcḏḍpareġwithġ theġearlyġOttḏḍaḎġ
taxġ registersġ (thatġ recḏrdġ tax-payiḎgġ pḏpulatiḏḎs).20 moreover, as noted above, scale of 
15. Brown 1992. 
16. see review in Johns 1992, p. 365.
17. Brown 1992, p. 440-441.
18. Ibid.
19. Johns 1994, p. 22; Walmsley 2001, p. 528.
20. occasionally, contemporary historians refer to the number of villages under the command of a town or the 
Ḏuḍberġḏfġ villagesġ iḎġ aġdistrictġ (400ġ villagesġ iḎġKerakġ regiḏḎ,ġ 300ġ iḎġ theġBalqā,ġ 1200ġ iḎġ theġͤawrāḎ,ġ aḎdġ sḏġḏḎ)ġ
(Ghawānmeh 1985, p. 321; russellġ1989,ġp.ġ29).ġTheseġfiguresġdḏġḎḏtġappear,ġhḏwever,ġtḏġhaveġbeeḎġbasedġḏḎġaḎġḏfficialġ
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sites is not systematically recorded in surveys in the region. The relative size of a site 
isġ criticalġ tḏġ kḎḏwġ iḎġ thisġ regard,ġ asġdispersalġ aḎdġ clusteriḎgġ areġ respḏḎsesġ tḏġdifereḎtġ
kinds of pressure.21ġequallyġrelevaḎtġisġsiteġlḏcatiḏḎġ(withiḎġaġparticularġecḏlḏgicalġzḏḎe)ġ
aḎdġlaḎdġuseġ(iḎteḎsiveġḏrġexteḎsiveġsubsisteḎceġḏrġḍarketġagriculture).ġTheseġlatterġare,ġ
fortunately, generally noted in published survey reports and give an indication whether 
archaeological sites are located in optimal zones for certain kinds of agriculture or for 
defeḎse.ġ Surveysġ iḎġ theġ JḏrdaḎiaḎġplaiḎsġ (KerakġPlateau,ġMadabaġPlaiḎs,ġ͎ibāḎġPlateau)ġ
indicate a general abandonment of the open plains. Whether this was for purely defensive 
reasḏḎsġḏrġtḏġexplḏitġdifereḎtġeḎvirḏḎḍeḎtalġzḏḎesġ(iḎdicatiḎgġḎewġagriculturalġregiḍes)ġ
is not clear from the survey data alone.
While most of what archaeologists know about late mamluk Jordan comes from surveys, 
receḎtġexcavatiḏḎsġḏfġvillagesġḏfġtheġperiḏd,ġalthḏughġfew,ġareġdḏcuḍeḎtiḎgġtheġprḏcessġḏfġ
very gradual decline in the size of the sites and intensity of land use. There is nowhere in the 
cḏuḎtryġaḎyġiḎdicatiḏḎġtḏġdateġḏfġaġcataclysḍicġeveḎtġ–ġaġwarġḏrġearthquake,ġfḏrġiḎstaḎceġ–ġ
that led to the immediate and full-scale abandonment of a village or town in this period. on-
gḏiḎgġexcavatiḏḎsġatġTallġͤisbāḎġaḎdġ͎ibāḎġiḎġceḎtralġJḏrdaḎ,ġfḏrġexaḍple,ġareġcḏḎsisteḎtlyġ
providing evidence for a long and piecemeal abandonment of the villages for full-time 
settlement.22 Built structures at both sites were reused multiple times over the course of the 
15th and early 16thġceḎturies,ġbutġiḎġsquatterġfashiḏḎġwithġtheġcḏḎstructiḏḎġḏfġhearthsġaḎdġ
stḏrageġbiḎsġiḎġsecḏḎdaryġcḏḎtextġaḎdġḎewġcḏḎstructiḏḎġliḍitedġtḏġsiḎgle-rḏwġaḎdġhastilyġ
constructed partition walls and the closing of doorways. These are the kinds of occupation 
deiḎedġbyġseasḏḎalġsettleḍeḎtġaḎdġḎḏḎ-iḎteḎsiveġlaḎdġuseġaḎdġḍayġbeġassḏciatedġwithġtheġ
ḍazraʿa-s (isḏlatedġfarḍsteads)ġḏfġtheġearlyġOttḏḍaḎġtaxġregisters.23
The archaeological data, though incomplete and not thoroughly understood, suggests 
some important settlement trends. There was a gradual decline in the full-time settlement 
of many villages in central and southern Jordan over the course of the 15th and early 16th 
centuries. Afterwards,ġḍaḎyġḏfġ theseġvillagesġaḎdġ fḏrḍerġtḏwḎsġ (ḍadīḎa)ġwereġḏccupiedġ
on a seasonal basis; these may be what are referred to as “ḫālīǧġ(eḍptyġ–ġaḎġabaḎdḏḎedġ
village)ġḏrġǦḍazraʿaǧ(isḏlatedġfarḍsteadsġḏrġplḏtsġḏfġfarḍlaḎd)ġiḎġ16th ceḎturyġtaxġregisters.ġ
survey; they simply reflected the relative importance and wealth of a particular district and its administrative 
center.
21. While archaeologists tend to think of dispersal as the natural outcome of armed conflict and economic collapse, 
frequeḎtlyġtheġḏppḏsiteġcaḎġbeġḏbserved.ġTḏġciteġexaḍplesġfrḏḍġḏtherġregiḏḎs,ġtheġHuḎgariaḎġplaiḎġwasġtraḎsfḏrḍedġ
duriḎgġtheġOttḏḍaḎġiḎvasiḏḎsġḏfġtheġsixteeḎthġceḎtury,ġasġǦḍegaġvillagesǧġḏfġ3000ġaḎdġḍḏreġiḎhabitaḎtsġeḍerged,ġ
people banding together for mutual protection. They left their smaller villages behind, resulting in the “emptying 
ḏutǧġḏfġvastġexpaḎsesġḏfġtheġplaiḎġ(raczġ1995ġ–ġ IġaḍġgratefulġtḏġPrḏf.ġBélaġBḏdóġḏfġMissḏuriġStateġuḎiversityġ ġ fḏrġ
pḏiḎtiḎgġḍeġtḏġthisġsḏurce).ġTurḎiḎgġtḏġḍḏderḎġhistḏry,ġtheġvillageġḏfġBerquaylġiḎġḎḏrtherḎġLebaḎḏḎġgrewġiḎtḏġaġ
tḏwḎ,ġtheġresultġḏfġsḏcialġaḎdġecḏḎḏḍicġchaḎgesġthatġresultedġfrḏḍġtheġcḏuḎtry’sġcivilġwarġiḎġtheġ1970sġ(Gilsenanġ1986).ġ
22. comprehensive lists of publications from both projects can be found in the relevant chapters of levy et al. 2007.
23. The 16thġceḎturyġregistersġ(tāpū defterleri)ġrelevaḎtġtḏġJḏrdaḎġ(Liwā’ġʿAǄlūḎ,ġBaḎūġKiḎāḎa,ġBaḎūġKafarāt,ġBaḎūġ
Jahḍa,ġaḎdġBaḎūġal-Aʿsar)ġhaveġbeeḎġlargelyġpublishedġaḎdġaḎalyzedġbyġal-bahītġ(1989a,ġ1989b,ġaḎdġ2008;ġaḎdġjḏiḎtlyġ
with ḥmoudġ1989ġaḎdġ1991)ġaḎdġHütteroth and abdulfattahġ(1977).
167The Phenomenon of The “DisaPPearing” Villages of laTe meDieVal JorDan
SettleḍeḎtġatġthisġtiḍeġwasġdeiḎedġbyġrelativelyġsḍallġvillagesġaḎdġtheġḏverallġdecliḎeġḏfġ
theġǦurbaḎǧ/adḍiḎistrativeġceḎtersġ (suchġasġͤisbāḎġaḎdġ ʿAḍḍāḎ)ġsḏġhistḏricallyġvisibleġ
in the fourteenth century. The intensive, market-based agriculture of the early mamluk 
period was eventually replaced with a much lighter land use related more to subsistence 
farḍiḎg,ġsḍallġlaḎdġhḏldiḎgsġ(gardeḎs,ġḏrchards,ġsḍallerġplḏtsġḏfġgraiḎġields),ġaḎdġaḎiḍalġ
husbaḎdry,ġiḎġshḏrt,ġtheġǦabateḍeḎtǧġḏfġfullyġsedeḎtarizedġsettleḍeḎtġaḎdġexpḏrtġḍarketġ
agriculture. These patterns contrast strongly with the regions north of irbid, where there 
were no major disruptions in settlement or land use.
such are the settlement patterns; accounting for them, however, is another matter. 
archaeologists have tended to emphasize climatic conditions, such as rainfall, in 
explaiḎiḎgġsettleḍeḎtġshifts.ġJḏrdaḎġisġḎḏtḏriḏuslyġvulḎerableġtḏġdrḏught;ġeveḎġtḏdayġtheġ
wheatġharvestġ failsġḏḎceġ iḎġiveġyearsġasġaġ resultġḏfġ iḎsuicieḎtġ raiḎfall.24 many regions 
of the country today, as in the past, receive just enough rainfall to support the cropping 
of grains without irrigation. historical, archaeological, palynological, sedimentological, 
and dendrochronological analyses have all indicated that the late 14th and 15th 
centuries witnessed several cycles of drought in the region and a general trend towards 
desertiicatiḏḎ,ġwithġhigherġ teḍperatures,ġ reducedġ raiḎfall,ġ aḎdġ abaḎdḏḎḍeḎt,ġ tḏġ sḏḍeġ
degree,ġ ḏfġ ḏḎceġ cultivatedġields.25 annual rainfall in the late mamluk period fell by an 
average of 50 mm, which in marginal zones close to the 300 mm isotope would have made 
it relatively impossible to grow grains26; many of the open plains of the Jordanian interior 
fallġ iḎtḏġthisġcategḏry.ġTheġcliḍaticġchaḎges,ġtheḎ,ġareġcḏḎideḎtlyġdeḍḏḎstratedġfḏrġtheġ




cisterns with silt27; several years of drought can destroy the economy of local communities. 
They do not necessarily, on their own, lead to the permanent abandonment of villages. 
While the relationship between these climatic trends and settlement are not clear, it is 
pḏssibleġ thatġ theġ drierġ cḏḎditiḏḎsġ exacerbatedġ prḏbleḍsġ iḎġ theġ regiḏḎġ alreadyġ createdġ
by war and rebellions and general economic decline. it is, moreover, likely that certain 
regions of the country fared better than others; it is this regionalism in settlement history 
that is suggested by the survey data. The well watered north and those communities that 
alreadyġdepeḎdedġḏḎġirrigatiḏḎġwereġlessġafectedġbyġluctuatiḏḎsġiḎġraiḎfall.ġOḎġtheġḏtherġ
hand, villages that relied on rain-fed agriculture, such as those located on the open plains, 
wḏuldġhaveġsufered.
24. Palmer 1998, p. 132.
25.ġĂawānmeh 1985, shehadeh 1985, Walker 2008, van zeist 1985, heim et al., 1997, bar-matthews et al. 1998, Touchan and 
hughes 1999, Bookman et al. 2004, lucke et al. 2004 and 2008, cordova 2007, and rosen 2007.




Theġ iḎfḏrḍatiḏḎġ abḏutġ settleḍeḎtġ chaḎgeġ culledġ frḏḍġ textualġ sḏurcesġ isġ equallyġ
problematic to decipher.28 The chronicles for the post-plague era document numerous 
incidents of epidemic, drought, and famine that struck Jordan with an increasing intensity 
aḎdġfrequeḎcyġiḎġtheġ15th century.29 The annals for these years note evacuations of villages, 
asġpeḏpleġleftġiḎġsearchġḏfġfḏḏdġaḎdġshelter.ġTheyġdescribeġtheġiḎitialġcrisisġ(aḎġattackġḏḎġaġ
village,ġtheġriseġiḎġpricesġresultiḎgġfrḏḍġiḎsuicieḎtġwheatġsupplies),ġbutġseldḏḍġcḏverġtheġ
outcome of events. one cannot automatically conclude that these crises, as traumatic as 
they were, directly impacted settlement on the long-run, at least not on the basis of the 
chronicles alone. unfortunately, historical references to Jordanian place names after the 
late 16th century are rare, until the 19th,ġwheḎġtravelersġtḏġtheġregiḏḎġ(pilgriḍs,ġadveḎturers,ġ
aḎdġscieḎtists)ġwrḏteġdescriptiḏḎsġḏfġtheġcḏuḎtrysideġaḎdġtheġpeḏpleġthatġiḎhabitedġit. The 
mantra of an empty land with low population and few villages that is repeated in many of 
these accounts should be read with caution, as visitors did not recognize many settlement 
forms and land usages that are traditional to the region. furthermore, there is no overt 
connection between the factors behind the socio-political conditions of 19th century Jordan 
and those of the 15th. nonetheless, it is important to note their comparisons of Transjordan 
with Palestine in this latter period, the latter of which was more densely occupied, in more 
numerous and larger villages.
collectively, the narrative sources describe a Jordanian countryside that is caught up 
iḎġtheġpḏliticalġturḍḏilġḏfġtheġdayġaḎdġtheġecḏḎḏḍyġḏfġwhichġsufers,ġtḏġsḏḍeġdegree,ġfrḏḍġ
lack of investment by the state in security and infrastructure and from repeated natural 
disasters.ġ MigratiḏḎġ frḏḍġ villagesġ wasġ aġ realityġ ḏfġ theġ ifteeḎthġ ceḎtury,ġ althḏughġ theġ
degreeġ tḏġwhichġ theseġwereġ lḏḎg-terḍġḍḏvesġ isġ Ḏḏtġ alwaysġ speciiedġ iḎġ theġ chrḏḎicles.ġ
some degree of depopulation, or shifts in settlement, however, is suggested by the 16th 
ceḎturyġOttḏḍaḎġtax/surveyġregistersġfḏrġtheġregiḏḎ,ġwhichġreferġtḏġḍaḎyġvillagesġasġḫālī 
(eḍpty). Theseġvillages,ġḎḏḎetheless,ġstillġpaidġtaxes,ġeitherġḏḎġlḏcksġḏrġsḍallġplḏtsġḏfġlaḎd,ġ
which indicates that their former residents had either adopted a semi-nomadic lifestyle 
(aḎġideaġwithġḍuchġcurreḎcyġiḎġarchaeḏlḏgicalġcircles)ġḏrġhadġrelḏcatedġtḏġḏtherġvillages,ġ
whileġ cḏḎtiḎuiḎgġ tḏġ cultivateġ theirġ ḏldġields.ġ Ǧeḍptyǧġ villagesġ areġ cḏḎceḎtratedġ iḎġ theġ
plains and southern districts; none of the villages of northern Jordan are “empty” or “in 
ruiḎsǧġ(ḫarāb),ġaccḏrdiḎgġtḏġtheġtaxġregisters.ġIḎġfact,ġfḏrġtheġNḏrthġtheġregistersġdḏcuḍeḎtġ
only demographic and economic growth over the course of the 16th century. in some cases, 
there appears to have been too few imams to service the growing muslim population there.30
Thus,ġusiḎgġagriculturalġprḏductiḏḎġasġaġprḏxyġ fḏrġḍeasuriḎgġdeḍḏgraphicġchaḎge,ġ
the registers document the following. While some villages were no longer inhabited full-
28.ġTheġfḏllḏwiḎgġtextualġaḎalysisġpullsġfrḏḍġwalker 2011, ch. 4.
29.ġĂawānmeh 1985.
30.  al-bahīt 2008, p. 149.




















fullyġ fuḎctiḏḎiḎgġ villagesġwithġ aġ prḏductiveġ agriculturalġ base:ġ architecturalġ ruiḎsġ cḏuldġ
























itġ aḎdġhelpġ itġ recḏverġ theġexteḎsiveġ lḏssesġ tḏġ itsġḍarketplaceġaḎdġresideḎtialġquarters.35 
PḏpulatiḏḎġtraḎsfersġareġbetterġkḎḏwḎġfrḏḍġtheġOttḏḍaḎġperiḏd,ġwheḎġḎewġvillagesġaḎdġ
ḍarketsġwereġ establishedġ uḎderġ stateġ iḎitiativeġ fḏrġ aġ raḎgeġ ḏfġ defeḎsiveġ aḎdġ ecḏḎḏḍicġ











iscġ tḏġ cḏverġgḏverḎḍeḎtġexpeḎses.ġTheġpḏst-plagueġeraġwitḎessedġaḎġexpaḎsiḏḎġ iḎġ theġ
Ḏuḍber,ġ sizeġaḎdġ frequeḎcyġḏfġ suchġawqāf,ġwhichġ iḎcreasiḎglyġ iḎcludedġprivateġ (faḍily)ġ











theġ cḏurseġḏfġ theġ ceḎtury,ġpḏliticalġ aḎdġecḏḎḏḍicġ cḏḎditiḏḎsġwereġḎḏġ lḏḎgerġ cḏḎduciveġ




















ḍutualġdefeḎse.ġTheġrealġ traḎsfḏrḍatiḏḎ,ġ theḎ,ġḏfġ theġ JḏrdaḎiaḎġcḏuḎtrysideġatġ theġeḎdġ
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Fig.ġ1ġ–ġDistributiḏḎġḏfġMaḍlukġsitesġiḎġJḏrdaḎ,ġasġrecḏrdedġbyġJḏrdaḎġArchaeḏlḏgicalġDatabaseġSysteḍġ
(JADIS)ġ–ġcḏurtesyġḏfġTawiqġHuḎaiti,ġDepartḍeḎtġḏfġAḎtiquitiesġḏfġJḏrdaḎ
Fig.ġ2ġ–ġDistributiḏḎġḏfġOttḏḍaḎġsitesġiḎġJḏrdaḎ,ġasġrecḏrdedġbyġJḏrdaḎġArchaeḏlḏgicalġDatabaseġSysteḍġ
(JADIS)ġ–ġcḏurtesyġḏfġTawiqġHuḎaiti,ġDepartḍeḎtġḏfġAḎtiquitiesġḏfġJḏrdaḎ
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Fig.ġ3ġ–ġMapġḏfġJḏrdaḎġwithġarchaeḏlḏgicalġsitesġiḎġtextġ–ġcḏurtesyġḏfġauthḏr
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